



















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































And	 the	 particular	 value	 of	 this	 prolonged	 interaction	 via	 networked	
media	 in	 a	 contemporary	 issue	 exhibition	 like	 Getting	 In	 is	 recognised	 by	
Exhibitions	Manager	Emily	Kocaj:	
	
“That’s	 very	 interesting	 dialogue	 which	 a	 lot	 of	 in‐gallery	 stuff	
misses,	because	there’s	not	that	opportunity	for	a	person	to	put	something	
down	 for	 someone	 else	 to	 come	 and	 say	 something	 else	 and	 for	 that	
response	to	 layer	upon	response	 .	 .	 .	you	could	see	people’s	opinions	and	
thoughts	changing	about	an	issue	or	being	challenged	potentially.”20	
	
                                                            
17	Kathleen	McLean,	“Museum	Exhibit	Prototyping	as	a	Method	of	Community	Conversation	and	
Participation”,	Professional	Development	Report,	American	Folklore	Society	(2013),	2.	
18	Carolyn	Meehan.	
19	Anita	Kocsis,	“Designing	with	the	experiential	in	digitally	augmented	exhibitions”,	Cumulus	
38°	South	Conference	Proceedings,	Melbourne,	November	2009,	8.	
20	Emily	Kocaj,	personal	interview,	Melbourne	Museum,	April	8,	2014.	
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There	is	a	museum‐based	precedent	for	the	implementation	of	digitally	
accessible	discussions.	The	Brooklyn	Museum	installed	‘Electronic	Comment	
Books’	on	computer	kiosks	into	one	of	their	exhibitions	in	2007	which	allowed	
visitor	comments	to	be	visible	both	within	the	exhibition	and	on	the	museum’s	
website.	A	later	incarnation	of	this	strategy	also	accepted	further	comments	
from	visitors	directly	from	the	website,	without	them	needing	to	physically	
return	to	the	exhibition.	The	museum	reported	that	“visitors	can	easily	see	how	
others	are	interpreting	exhibitions	and	objects,	and	to	some	degree,	engage	in	
conversation.	That	is,	when	visitors	leave	questions	that	necessitate	answers,	
we	can	formulate	responses	and	post	them	directly	in	the	comment	forum.”21	In	
some	instances	the	museum	contacted	the	artists	to	provide	expert	responses	
to	visitor	questions.	So	by	providing	online	accessibility,	the	notion	of	leaving	a	
question	or	a	comment	becomes	much	more	meaningful.		
	
The	Brooklyn	Museum’s	experience	with	electronic	comment	books	
revealed	another	important	outcome	that	correlates	with	the	Getting	In	
research.	The	museum	allowed	visitors	to	comment	on	individual	pieces	of	art	
as	well	as	the	overall	exhibition	and	discovered	that	“when	given	the	choice	to	
comment	on	the	exhibition	or	works	within	it,	nine	out	of	ten	people	chose	to	
comment	on	a	specific	piece.”22	Essentially,	this	is	an	example	of	‘atomic	
commenting’,	the	technique	discussed	in	Chapter	Two,	used	within	a	networked	
museum	space	to	elicit	more	detailed	and	specific	comments	about	the	issues	
raised	by	an	exhibition.	This	is	a	positive	result	that	was	mirrored	by	my	
research	in	the	Getting	In	activity,	and	is	a	key	component	in	implementing	
meaningful	and	continuous	networked	discussions.		
	
The	research	and	analysis	in	this	thesis	attests	to	the	imperative	for	
ongoing	digital	discussions	in	order	to	provide	visitors	with	a	meaningful	voice	
on	issues	of	contemporary	significance.	An	exhibition	such	as	Getting	In	could	
build	on	the	Brooklyn	Museum’s	‘Electronic	Comment	Books’	model	to	provide	
digital	and	continued	access	through	a	standalone	app	on	visitors’	own	personal	
                                                            
21	Shelley	Bernstein,	“Where	do	we	go	from	here?	Continuing	with	Web	2.0	at	the	Brooklyn	
Museum”	Museums	and	the	Web	2008	Conference	Proceedings,	April	2008,	6.		
22	Bernstein,	“Where	do	we	go	from	here?”	7.	
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devices.	Emily	Kocaj	considered	this	to	be	plausible	within	the	Immigration	
Museum:	“(visitors)	could	be	given	a	notification	to	go	back	and	check	because	
someone	has	commented	on	their	comment.”23	As	well	as	enhanced	visitor	
comprehension	through	this	continued	accessibility	(Kocsis’	argument),	this	
strategy	may	also	benefit	the	museum’s	outreach.	Selective	social	media	
integration	could	allow	visitors	to	share	their	own	comments	on	third‐party	
websites	while	linking	back	to	the	original	conversation	on	the	museum’s	
platform.	Providing	digital	access	to	continue	discussions	is	therefore	a	critical	
strategy	for	injecting	a	sense	of	value	into	visitor	comments,	and	thus	fostering	
meaningful	conversations	which	are	longer‐lasting,	more	detailed	and	dynamic.	
To	enhance	its	effectiveness,	however,	museum	staff	must	still	play	an	active	
role	in	curating	those	visitor	interactions.	
	
Conclusion	6:	Curating	discussions	to	feature	meaningful	content		
Curating	visitor	contributions	is	necessary	if	museums	are	to	promote	
meaningful	discussions	through	networked	media.	Chapter	Two	examined	the	
ethical	considerations	surrounding	the	curation	of	visitor	discussion.	Although	
an	unrestricted	dialogue	can	be	useful,	it	is	clear	from	the	experiences	of	online	
news	sources	that	highlighting	meaningful	content	creates	a	more	balanced	and	
interesting	conversation.	The	analysed	examples	of	meaningful	online	
discussion,	such	as	the	New	York	Times	and	Kinja,	place	a	level	of	‘radical	trust’	
within	its	audience,	but	also	construct	systems	of	curation	that	promote	
valuable	user‐generated	content.	‘Radical	trust’	is	the	concept	that	communities	
can	be	trusted	to	be	constructive	in	online	participation	–	a	notion	equally	
relevant	for	museums.	This	term	was	coined	by	Darlene	Fichter	in	2006	when	
she	claimed	that:	“we	can	only	build	emergent	systems	if	we	have	radical	trust	.	.	
.	we	allow	and	encourage	participants	to	shape	and	sculpt	and	be	co‐creators	of	
the	system.”24	Moreover,	this	radical	trust	is	essential	to	maintaining	relevance,	
as	asserted	by	Catherine	Styles:	“Institutions	that	publish	without	participation,	
that	continue	to	rely	on	the	strength	of	their	traditional	authority,	and	which	fail	
even	to	embrace	a	notion	of	shared	authority,	may	find	that	their	relevance	and	
                                                            
23	Emily	Kocaj.	
24	Darlene	Fichter,	“Web	2.0,	Library	2.0	and	Radical	Trust:	A	First	Take”,	Blog	on	the	Side,	April	
2,	2006.	
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influence	wanes.”25	The	concept	of	‘radical	trust’	need	not	obviate	the	
importance	of	some	structures	and	guidelines.	Sebastian	Chan	acknowledges	it	
as	a	positive	way	of	considering	the	promise	of	Web	2.0,	while	stressing	that	
“systems	of	trust	in	Web	2.0	applications	are	specifically	constructed	to	
encourage	and	protect,	through	safeguards	and	small	but	not	insignificant	
barriers	to	participation.”26	This	equally	applies	to	museums	–	constructing	
‘barriers’	within	networked	media	strategies	is	critical	in	creating	a	space	that	
‘encourages	and	protects’	its	users.				
	
‘Curating	the	public’	does	impede	the	visitor’s	opportunity	for	
uninhibited	comment,	but	the	selection	of	‘worthy’	user	content	is	necessary	in	
order	to	foster	meaningful	debate.	It	is	worth	considering	the	difference	
between	moderation	and	curation	in	this	context.	As	seen	in	the	analysis	of	
online	models	at	The	Sydney	Morning	Herald	and	The	New	York	Times,	the	
moderation	of	contributions	to	exclude	derogatory,	irrelevant	or	advertising	
comments	is	a	relatively	simple	task.	Museums	have	a	justifiable	obligation	to	
prohibit	this	material	from	becoming	public	content.	The	far	more	difficult	and	
subjective	task	is	that	of	‘curation’	–	creating	an	engaging	networked	debate	
that	is	worth	the	visitor	investing	their	time	and	effort.	For	the	standalone	app	
used	in	the	Getting	In	activity,	the	New	York	Times	model	is	a	simple	and	
appropriate	mechanism	for	valuing	visitors’	comments.	The	app	could	allow	a	
visitor	to	sort	the	photo	contributions	based	on	different	criteria:	‘Staff	Picks’,	
‘Most	Comments’,	‘Most	Recent’.	For	instance,	one	visitor	to	Getting	In	took	a	
photo	of	an	immigration	advertisement	that	states	“A	Million	Chose	Australia!”	
and	used	the	caption	activity	to	ask	“What	attracts	people	to	Australia?”27	By	
featuring	this	contribution,	museum	staff	are	inviting	other	visitors	to	submit	
their	answers	to	the	question.	Sorting	the	contributions	thematically	could	also	
help	to	retain	narrative	coherence	within	the	networked	platform	and	stimulate	
discussion:	for	instance,	Skilled	Migration;	the	Population	Debate;	Detention	
                                                            
25	Catherine	Styles,	“How	Web	2.0	Will	Change	History:	Possible	futures	for	websites	of	the	
National	Archives	of	Australia”,	paper	from	Australian	Historical	Association	conference,	
Canberra,	July	6,	2006.	
26	Sebastian	Chan,	“Radical	Trust	and	Web	2.0”,	Fresh	and	New(er)	blog,	August	31,	2006.	
27	Photo	contribution	(no.	62).	
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Centres,	the	White	Australia	Policy,	Colonial	Settlement.	Visitors	can	also	play	a	
role	in	curation	by	‘upvoting’	content	that	resonates	with	them.	Some	visitors	
may	be	more	accustomed	to	this	form	of	interaction	than	commenting,	was	
Curator	Moya	McFadzean’s	suggestion	in	reference	to	the	Getting	In	research	
activity:	“Maybe	if	they’d	just	been	given	the	option	to	do	‘likes’:	people	know	
that	form	of	approving	and	disapproving.”28	All	of	these	methods	of	curation	
inject	value	into	a	visitor’s	comment,	and	provide	more	incentives	for	visitors	to	
be	involved	in	the	discussion.		
	
Conclusion	7:	Visitor	anonymity	creates	meaningful	contributions		
Providing	visitors	with	the	opportunity	for	anonymity	in	networked	
conversations	about	museum	exhibitions	will	attract	a	more	diverse	audience.	
Broad	visitor	involvement	across	a	range	of	demographics	is	important	in	
eliciting	contributions	from	differing	perspectives.	It	is	true	that	for	the	online	
news	sources	analysed	in	Chapter	Two,	anonymity	is	often	considered	the	
source	of	vitriolic	comments.	A	study	of	online	comments	on	several	United	
States	newspaper	websites	about	the	immigration	debate	found	that	
anonymous	comments	were	twice	as	likely	to	be	deemed	‘uncivil’	than	non‐
anonymous	comments.29	As	a	result,	many	of	these	commenting	models	require	
users	to	disclose	their	identities	and	often	participate	through	their	social	
media	profiles.	However	the	evidence	presented	in	this	thesis	suggests	that	
vitriolic	commenting	is	not	a	significant	issue	for	the	museum	sector,	and	that	
the	requirement	to	provide	a	real	identity	is,	in	fact,	an	excessive	barrier	to	
participation.	At	the	Getting	In	exhibition,	only	half	of	the	surveyed	visitors	
agreed	they	would	submit	a	personal	opinion	if	attributed	to	their	real	name.	
This	would	result	in	a	significant	drop	in	participation,	and	much	less	diversity	
in	the	discussion	of	contentious	issues.	Anonymity	is	one	of	the	advantages	of	
digital	commenting,	argue	McClusky	and	Hmielowski,	in	that	it	expands	the	
range	of	voices,	particularly	amongst	‘vulnerable’	demographics.30	The	
                                                            
28	Moya	McFadzean.	
29	Arthur	D.	Santana,	“Virtuous	or	Vitriolic:	The	effect	of	anonymity	on	civility	in	online	
newspaper	reader	comment	boards”,	Journalism	Practice,	8,	no.	1	(2013),	27.	
30	Michael	McCluskey	and	Jay	Hmielowski,	“Opinion	expression	during	social	conflict:	
Comparing	online	reader	comments	and	letters	to	the	editor”,	Journalism,	13,	no.	3,	(2011):	12.	
132 
 
protection	of	these	visitors	is	critically	important	in	the	discussion	of	significant	
contemporary	issues,	as	the	perspective	of	those	most	‘vulnerable’	may	often	be	
the	most	enlightening.	The	value	in	anonymity	is	well	highlighted	by	the	
observation	of	Gawker	Media	founder	Nick	Denton:	“the	most	interesting	things	
on	the	web	tend	to	come	from	people	who	are	disguising	their	identity.”31	The	
notion	that	anonymity	in	museum	discussions	would	lead	to	the	hostility	seen	
in	online	news	comments	is	unlikely.	The	necessity	for	visitors	to	firstly	engage	
physically	with	an	exhibition	discourages	vitriolic	or	derogatory	contributions,	
according	to	Lynda	Kelly.32	In	any	case,	as	the	previous	conclusion	attests,	
moderating	contributions	that	are	clearly	malicious	is	a	comparatively	easy	
task.	Anonymous	participation	is	widely	used	in	museums,	including	the	
Immigration	Museum,	and	this	would	remain	suitable	on	digital	platforms.	
	
Demonstration	of	the	positive	results	of	anonymous	participation	is	The	
‘Japanese	Wishing	Tree’	in	the	Immigration	Museum	(Figure	4.2).	At	the	exit	of	
the	Identity:	Yours,	Mine,	Ours	exhibition,	a	presentation	on	what	it	means	to	
‘belong’	in	Australia,	visitors	are	asked	“What	do	you	wish	for	yourself,	for	your	
loved	ones,	for	the	world?”	In	line	with	the	traditional	custom	of	the	Japanese	
Tanabata	festival,	visitors	write	their	wish	on	a	piece	of	paper,	and	hang	it	
                                                            
31	Nick	Denton,	quoted	in	Noah	Davis,	“Can	Gawker’s	New	Commenting	System	Improve	Quality	
Without	Creating	Chaos?”	Fast	Company,	167	(2012).	
32	Lynda	Kelly.	
Figure 4.2 
Visitors’ handwritten wishes hanging 
from the Japanese Wishing Tree, 
Immigration Museum. 
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amongst	hundreds	of	other	visitors’	contributions.	The	responses	reflect	John	
Suler’s	definition	of	benign	disinhibition:	that	with	anonymity	people	often	
“reveal	secret	emotions,	fears,	wishes	.	.	.	to	explore	new	emotional	and	
experiential	dimensions	to	one’s	identity.”33	Although	Suler	warns	of	the	
opposite	outcome	–	toxic	disinhibition,	where	“we	witness	rude	language,	harsh	
criticisms,	anger,	hatred,	even	threats”34	especially	online	–	the	evidence	
provided	by	the	museum	professionals	in	this	thesis	indicates	that	this	is	not	
true	of	anonymity	in	the	museum	sector.	The	Wishing	Tree	is	an	example	of	
what	Nina	Simon	describes	as	a	‘contributory	project’35	rather	than	the	
facilitation	of	a	meaningful	discussion	(although	the	combined	mass	of	visitor	
‘wishes’	does	result	in	an	inspiring	piece	that	is	symbolically	meaningful).	This	
form	of	anonymous	participation	would	be	equally	beneficial	within	a	
networked	media	activity	such	as	the	Getting	In	photo	caption	exercise.	The	
only	caveat	to	this	strategy	is	that	for	logistical	reasons,	each	visitor	must	have	
an	individual	identity	that	differentiates	them	in	the	discussion.	In	the	
Immigration	Museum	case,	the	most	straightforward	strategy	would	be	to	allow	
visitors	to	choose	their	own	username	when	logging	in	to	the	standalone	
application.	Thus	visitors	would	be	free	to	select	their	own	level	of	anonymity,	
which	would	encourage	people	from	a	diverse	range	of	demographics,	including	
‘vulnerable’	demographics,	to	participate	in	discussions.	
	
Conclusion	8:	Engaging	museum	staff	and	other	experts	in	discussions	
By	playing	an	active	role	in	networked	discussions,	museum	staff	can	
both	optimise	the	value	of	user‐generated	contributions	and	enhance	visitor	
understanding	of	important	issues.	Through	answering	questions,	rectifying	
inaccuracies	and/or	explaining	curatorial	decisions	online,	staff	can	legitimise	
visitor	discussions	and	add	connection	with	the	original	exhibition.	Such	
museum	staff	involvement	was	exemplified	in	Chapter	Two,	in	the	response	by	
Immigration	Museum	Curator	Moya	McFadzean		to	online	accusations	that	the	
museum’s	collection	policy	was	racist:	“I	wrote	a	response	that	framed	the	
                                                            
33	John	Suler,	“The	Online	Disinhibition	Effect”,	CyberPsychology	&	Behaviour,	7,	no.	3	(2004):	
321.		
34	Suler,	“The	Online	Disinhibition	Effect”,	321.	
35	Simon,	The	Participatory	Museum,	187.	
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rationale	as	to	why	we	would	collect	an	object	like	that	(the	White	Australia	
Sheet	Music),	and	then	the	debate	continued.”36	As	a	result	of	McFadzean’s	
online	post,	other	visitors	engaged	in	the	conversation,	and	the	comment	thread	
for	this	object	now	has	significantly	more	comments	than	other	objects	in	
Collections	Online.	McFadzean	contributed	the	post	under	the	profile	of	
‘Museum	Victoria’	but,	if	we	accept	a	principal	conclusion	of	the	Contested	Sites	
project,	it	may	have	been	even	more	effective	if	she	had	posted	using	her	name	
and	job	title.	It	suggested	that	in	order	to	build	trust	among	visitors	and	foster	
constructive	debate,	museum	staff	should	be	transparent	about	their	
involvement	in	the	discussions	and	their	curatorial	control.	When	dealing	with	
controversial	issues,	Linda	Ferguson	suggests	dismantling	the	institutionalised	
museum	voice	and	replacing	it	with	curator	by‐lines,	“to	let	visitors	know	who	
is	speaking	in	an	exhibition.”37	This	imperative	is	heightened	when	museum	
staff	are	themselves	involved	in	the	discussion	and	are	also	curating	user‐
generated	content.	By	remaining	visible	in	the	selection	and	promotion	of	user	
content,	staff	can	help	to	maintain	the	integrity	of	the	discussion.		
	
Networked	media	can	also	allow	expert	contributors	other	than	museum	
staff	to	be	involved.	As	the	Contested	Sites	project	advised,	when	dealing	with	an	
issue	of	contemporary	significance,	a	museum	should	attempt	to	openly	present	
a	variety	of	viewpoints	rather	than	speak	with	an	authoritative	voice.	This	was	
the	conclusion	of	Researcher	Fiona	Cameron:	that	“institutions	have	a	
responsibility	to	dispel	this	myth	(of	apolitical	authority),	by	demonstrating	
their	capacity	and	willingness	to	truly	engage	divisive	topics	in	an	open	and	
honest	way.”38	One	way	to	do	this	is	would	be	to	introduce	the	exhibition’s	key	
contributors	into	the	networked	discussions	to	help	structure	the	debate	and	to	
maintain	the	exhibition’s	relevance.	New	York’s	Guggenheim	Museum	runs	a	
series	of	online	panel	forums	on	its	website,	inviting	the	public	to	join	in	the	
conversation	with	experts.	A	discussion	on	the	role	of	‘empathy’	in	modern	
society	was	held	in	2012	whereby		a	panel	including	a	journalist,	a	disability	
                                                            
36	Moya	McFadzean.	
37	Linda	Ferguson,	“Pushing	Buttons:	Controversial	topics	in	museums”,	Open	Museum	Journal,	
8,	2006:	35.	
38	Cameron,	“Beyond	Surface	Representations”,	34.	
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rights	advocate,	a	neuroscientist	and	a	neurobiologist	contributed	lengthy	posts	
to	themed	sessions	over	three	days,	and	then	answered	online	visitor	questions	
in	a	one	hour	live	chat.	This	is	an	example	of	the	participatory	strategy	outlined	
by	Russo	et	al	in	which	“cultural	and	scholarly	dialogue	(can	be	used)	to	
propagate	authentic	and	authoritative	museum	knowledge	within	a	community	
of	interest	using	a	many‐to‐many	communication	model.”39	
	
The	Getting	In	exhibition	and	networked	discussion	would	benefit	from	
the	structured	involvement	of	museum	staff	and	other	contributors,	on	top	of	
their	participation	in	the	‘Collections	Online’	comments	section.	As	well	as	the	
contributions	of	museum	curators	such	as	Moya	McFadzean,	the	museum	could	
invite	other	experts,	commentators	or	community	members	to	periodically	
engage	with	the	conversation.	For	instance,	one	of	the	museum	panels	features	
the	‘Immigrant’s	Story’	of	Zurlia	Ismail,	an	Indonesian	woman	who	came	to	
Australia	to	study	Agricultural	Science	in	1988	and	then	successfully	applied	for	
permanent	residency.	If	made	a	continuing	contributor	to	the	networked	
discussions,	Ismail	could	share	new	stories	of	her	life	in	Australia,	respond	to	
visitor	questions	and	provide	another	informed	voice	to	the	discussion.	This	
involvement	of	contributors	who	have	first‐hand	experience	of	these	significant	
issues	or	other	experts	in	the	field,	would	help	to	legitimise	discussion	and	
increase	the	value	of	comments	made	by	visitors	–	which	as	has	already	been	
shown,	is	the	ultimate	factor	in	providing	visitors	with	a	meaningful	voice.	
Furthermore,	it	fosters	‘digital	partnerships’	with	other	museums,	institutions	
and	community	groups	–	the	subject	of	the	final	set	of	conclusions	in	this	
chapter.	
	
	
Building	Digital	Partnerships	
	
Networked	media	can	enhance	museum	exhibitions	not	only	through	
optimising	visitor	discussions	but	also	through	empowering	digital	
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partnerships	‐	collaboration	with	other	institutions	and	crowd	sourcing	from	
the	public.	Indeed,	the	logistical	demands	of	digital	collections	may	necessitate	
these	partnerships	to	consolidate	resources	into	functional	networked	spaces.	
In	reference	to	the	role	of	the	museum	as	mediators	of	the	highly	contested	
climate	change	issue,	Salazar	argues	“the	long	term	relevance	of	museums	into	
the	second	decade	of	the	twenty‐first	century	rests,	in	great	measure,	on	
linkages	with	external	organisations,	including	citizen	action	groups	.	.	.	acting	
as	catalysts	and	junctures	for	a	variety	of	movements	and	organisations.”40	The	
importance	of	these	digitally	mediated	partnerships	is	evident	in	some	of	the	
case	studies	examined	in	this	thesis	–	the	International	Museum	of	Women,	the	
Australian	National	Wildlife	Collection	and	the	Immigration	Museum.	All	of	
these	institutions	have,	to	some	extent,	extended	museum	responsibilities	to	
external	organisations	or	an	interested	public	by	sharing	collections	or	data,	
developing	crowdsourcing	strategies,	or	creating	links	to	social	development	
organisations	.	As	well	as	sharing	the	costs	of	digital	networks	with	other	
institutions,	these	partnerships	“build	a	sense	of	meaning	and	context	from	
their	inter‐relationships.”41	
	
The	ninth	conclusion	of	the	chapter	introduces	the	concept	of	the	Digital	
Public	Space	as	a	shared	resource	amongst	cooperative	cultural	institutions.	
Learning	from	the	innovations	of	the	BBC,	this	strategy	solves	some	of	the	
logistical	challenges	discussed	in	the	previous	chapter,	but	as	a	contained	space	
also	offers	museums	the	platform	control	required	to	deal	with	difficult	issues.	
Conclusion	ten	builds	on	this	concept	to	present	a	useful	application	of	digital	
partnerships.	Through	networked	media,	museums	can	embed	into	the	
exhibition	some	of	the	original	data	and	sources	used	by	curators	to	present	
these	contemporary	issues.	As	shown,	the	Immigration	Museum	is	already	
applying	this	strategy	to	great	effect.	Crowd	sourcing	is	the	focus	of	the	eleventh	
conclusion	in	this	chapter.	As	examples	from	the	CSIRO	and	the	National	
Museum	of	Australia	show,	crowd	sourcing	assists	museums	in	the	creation	of	
important	metadata,	but	it	also	provides	visitors	with	a	sense	of	ownership	in	
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exhibitions	about	issues	that	are	critically	important	to	them.	Finally,	the	last	
conclusion	reflects	on	the	social	development	role	played	by	the	International	
Museum	of	Women	and	considers	how	this	success	could	translate	to	museums	
with	more	binding	funding	arrangements.	Using	networked	media	to	form	
digital	partnerships	with	the	community	and	other	institutions,	museums	can	
contribute	to	social	development	in	the	important	issues	that	they	exhibit.	
	
Conclusion	9:	The	emergence	of	a	‘Digital	Public	Space’	
Museums	and	other	cultural	institutions	can	be	advantaged,	building	on	
the	notion	of	digital	platform	control,	by	combining	their	resources	in	a	‘Digital	
Public	Space’	(DPS).	A	DPS	is	a	publically	accessible,	online	resource	that	pools	
together	information	and	objects	from	a	group	of	participating	collection	
sources.	What	results	is	a	dynamic	online	space	with	ideal	conditions	for	
dealing	with	contemporary	issues.	It	is	as	yet	a	developing	concept,	and	
therefore	the	precise	definition	is	dependent	on	the	applications	most	relevant	
to	those	institutions.	However,	the	essential	theory	behind	a	DPS	is	centralised	
digital	access	to	the	archives	of	numerous	collecting	organisations.	That	is,	
cultural	institutions	would	contribute	to	a	shared	space	with	digital	collections	
that	adhere	to	industry	best‐practice	file	standards.	Beyond	this	foundation,	
there	are	enormous	opportunities	for	storytelling	and	discussion	–	such	as	
online,	interactive	exhibitions;	visitor	comment	sections	and	forums;	
integration	with	physical	museum	spaces;	content	mash‐ups;	and	staff	profiles	
and	interviews.	This	concept	would	help	to	alleviate	the	logistical	resource	
problems	encountered	in	the	previous	chapter.	The	considerably	large	initial	
costs	incurred	by	the	development	of	such	a	space	can	be	shared	across	
multiple	organisations	working	together.	Following	the	construction	of	the	
digitisation	workflows,	it	should	become	more	cost‐effective	for	museums	to	
build	online	exhibitions	or	to	initiate	programs	that	draw	from	those	already	
uploaded	collections.	The	possibilities	of	the	DPS	are	clear	to	Art	director	
Professor	Neville	Brody:	“A	digital	archive	is	not	a	closed	space	.	.	.	but,	through	
the	premise	that	digital	data	is	fluid,	is	an	active	and	dynamic	one,	wherein	
every	interaction	with	any	piece	of	content,	plus	the	paths,	journeys	and	
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connections	through	the	content	space	itself,	will	be	stored	as	part	of	the	
growing	pool	of	knowledge.”42		
	
The	notion	of	a	Digital	Public	Space	first	emerged	from	the	British	
Broadcasting	Service	(BBC)	in	2011,	whose	ambition	is	outlined	by	Project	
manager	Jake	Berger:	“to	create	an	online	space	in	which	much	of	the	UK’s	
publicly‐held	cultural	and	heritage	media	assets	and	data	could	be	found	–	
connected	together,	searchable,	machine‐readable,	open,	accessible,	visible	and	
usable	in	a	way	that	allows	individuals,	institutions	and	machines	to	add	
additional	material,	meaning	and	context	to	each	other’s	media,	indexed	and	
tagged	to	the	highest	level	of	detail.”43		Thus	this	concept	would	still	embrace	
the	contributory	benefits	of	networked	media;	yet	do	so	on	the	BBC’s	terms.	
Rather	than	simply	using	social	media	as	a	distribution	channel,	cultural	
organisations	can	create	their	own	evolving	digital	spaces,	thereby	“being	part	
of	the	Web,	rather	than	just	on	it.”44	As	Jemima	Kiss	notes,	this	is	a	multifaceted	
undertaking:	“It’s	a	complex	and	bewildering	long‐term	project,	whose	
challenges	include	reconciling	rights	for	content	owners,	resolving	legal	issues	
about	content	use	and	linking	up	multiple,	incompatible	systems,	not	to	
mention	convincing	what	is	still	a	broadcast‐centric	organisation	of	the	
importance	of	its	own	legacy.”45	The	BBC’s	prototype	project	The	Space	was	
released	in	2012,	compiling	53	separate	arts	projects,	from	the	vinyl	record	
collection	of	disc	jockey	John	Peel;	to	a	set	of	modern	short	films	from	the	
British	Film	Institute;	to	the	live	recordings	of	Shakespeare	plays	in	the	Globe	
Theatre.	The	three	month	pilot	program	was	considered	a	success	by	Managing	
editor	of	The	Space,	Hilary	Bishop,	with	more	than	250	000	visits	within	the	first	
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few	weeks,	and	it	provided	the	BBC	with	a	basis	for	a	broader,	more	complex,	
long‐term	project.46		
	
Curatorial	accuracy	is	cited	as	one	of	the	major	benefits	of	the	next	phase	
of	their	DPS	by	one	of	the	BBC	project’s	data	analysts,	Mo	McRoberts:	“(it	being)	
an	access	point	(that	utilises)	the	rich	information	which	has	been	carefully	
collated,	checked	and	double‐checked	over	the	years	by	experts	in	their	
respective	fields.”47	Their	project	aims	to	combine	the	collections,	metadata	and	
curatorial	expertise	of,	among	others,	the	BBC,	the	British	Film	Institute,	the	
British	Library,	the	National	Archive	of	Births	and	Deaths,	the	Tate	Gallery,	and	
the	Arts	Council	into	one	centralised	public	access	point.	A	visitor’s	search	of	
World	War	II,	for	instance,	could	return	a	history	podcast	from	the	BBC;	service	
records	from	the	National	Archives;	actuality	footage	from	the	BFI;	and	
paintings	from	the	Tate.	Each	entry	would	be	carefully	curated	by	the	original	
institution,	providing	the	description	and	other	metadata;	including	links	to	
further	related	resources	or	online	exhibitions;	and/or	sparking	discussions	
among	visitors	and	staff.	Essentially,	the	individual	institutions	would	benefit	
from	the	enhanced	discoverability	afforded	by	the	federated	search	engines	of	
the	DPS,	whilst	still	maintaining	curatorial	control	over	their	collection.		
	
A	Digital	Public	Space	can	help	streamline	the	complex	digitisation	
project	that	many	institutions	such	as	the	National	Film	and	Sound	Archive	are	
facing.	Cross‐institution	standardisation	is	central	to	the	success	of	a	Digital	
Public	Space,	but	this	is	by	no	means	an	easy	task.		Reporting	on	the	
implementation	of	The	Space,	Jemima	Kiss	revealed	there	were	“painstaking	
technical	negotiations	.	.	.	over	linked	data	and	metadata,	cataloguing,	file	
formats	and	streaming	that	identified	and	ironed	out	many	of	the	key	principles	
of	collaboration.”48	As	discussed	previously,	most	collecting	institutions	are	
already	grappling	with	immense	internal	digitisation	tasks.	Reconfiguring	those	
workflows	in	order	to	standardise	with	partner	institutions	may	pose	some	
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difficulties,	but	it	would	certainly	be	beneficial	in	the	long	term.	Developing	
meaningful	partnerships	is	therefore	key	to	this	concept:	“achieving	what	we	
have	in	mind	will	take	a	collaborative	effort,	on	a	global	scale,	between	all	
interested	parties	to	organise	their	currently	disorganised	resources	around	a	
common	purpose.”49	There	is	exciting	potential	for	this	standardisation	of	
digitisation	to	allow	institutions	to	combine	their	resources	into	new	projects.	
Through	the	‘Resource	Description	Framework’	–	a	web	standard	of	the	World	
Wide	Web	Consortium	–	this	collated	data	could	be	combined	and	outputted	
into	new	digital	exhibitions,	or	a	myriad	of	unforeseen	applications.	As	Brody	
explains	“the	DPS	is	essentially	a	protocol,	a	common	compression	algorithm	
and	universal	metadata	language,	meaning	any	piece	of	information	can	be	
cross‐referenced	and	accessed	from	any	point.	This	allows	new	forms	of	
evolving	narrative	to	be	told.”50		
	
The	Digital	Public	Space	has	specific	implications	for	museums	
conducting	discussions	on	issues	of	contemporary	significance.	By	using	their	
own	frameworks	to	control	moderation	and	isolate	discussions	from	broader	
social	media	or	the	news	media,	the	DPS	could	digitally	emulate	the	walls	of	the	
physical	museum.	Designing	a	contained	space	that	asserts	the	combined	
authority	of	all	the	contributing	institutions	has	the	potential	to	reclaim	the	
influence	that	museums	may	have	lost	in	their	current	digital	presence.	As	a	
result,	the	DPS	could	become	an	ideal	space	to	create	networked	exhibitions	
about	issues	of	contemporary	significance.	All	of	the	key	factors	discussed	in	
this	thesis	would	be	accommodated	by	this	type	of	system	–	retention	of	
museum	authority;	networked	integration	between	physical	and	online	
museum	spaces;	a	facility	for	visitors	to	make	meaningful	contributions	and	
continue	discussions	over	an	extended	period	of	time;	greater	contextualisation	
of	significant	issues;	and	museum	control	over	the	moderation	of	visitor	
contributions.	This	possibility	has	not	yet	been	discussed	by	proponents	of	the	
DPS,	but	there	is	a	clear	opportunity	here	for	museums	to	advance	meaningful	
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discussions	on	issues	that	are	important	to	their	communities.	A	key	application	
of	these	online	partnerships	is	the	subject	of	the	next	conclusion.	
	
Conclusion	10:	Embedding	original	data	improves	transparency	
Museums	can	further	accommodate	visitors’	needs	and	legitimise	
exhibitions	by	providing	networked	access	to	original	data.	The	impetus	for	this	
strategy	stems	from	the	Contested	Sites	project,	which	recommended	“a	
reframing	of	museum	authority	to	one	of	expert	mediator,	informant	and	
facilitator	.	.	.	where	information	gathering	and	analysis	are	in	the	hands	of	
individuals.”51	Whilst	museum	curatorship	is	important	and	has	been	clearly	
cited	in	this	thesis,	there	are	definite	advantages	in	providing	visitors	and	
researchers	access	to	the	original	data,	sources	and	policies	that	underlie	
exhibitions	on	significant	issues.	This	strategy	has	been	employed,	with	
significant	results,	by	both	The	Atlas	of	Living	Australia	and	the	Immigration	
Museum.		
	
The	benefits	of	supplying	visitors	and	researchers	with	access	to	original	
data	are	exemplified	by	the	Atlas	of	Living	Australia,	headed	by	the	CSIRO.	
Testament	to	the	advantages	of	cross‐institutional	partnerships,	the	Atlas	
combines	data	from	museums,	government	departments,	universities	and	
community	groups	to	create	a	multimedia	portfolio	of	Australia’s	natural	
history.	An	entry	for	the	Grey	Butcherbird	for	instance,	contains	distribution	
maps	made	with	data	from	varying	museum	records	of	occurrence;	an	audio	
recording	of	the	birdcall	from	the	CSIRO’s	Australian	National	Wildlife	
Collection;	historical	field	notes	from	the	Biodiversity	Heritage	Library;	and	an	
assortment	of	creative	commons	photographs.	The	result	is	a	comprehensive	
and	trustworthy	source	of	information,	all	accessible	from	the	one	website.	
Importantly	the	raw	data	used	to	create	this	information	is	also	available	to	
download	and	can	be	analysed	and	manipulated	by	researchers	and	general	
users.	One	of	the	initiators	of	the	Atlas,	Joanne	Daly,	reports	staggering	statistics	
on	the	usage	of	this	data:	“there	are	50	million	records	in	the	Atlas,	and	we’ve	
recorded	more	than	1.5	billion	downloads		.	.	.	and	most	of	those	downloads	are	
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occurring	from	people	who	are	not	normally	associated	with	collections	and	
who	never	had	access	to	that	data	before.”52	The	data	is	then	being	used	by	
external	researchers	for	conservation	management	plans,	environmental	
impact	assessments,	and	education	purposes,	among	others.				
	
A	museum	striving	for	transparency	in	its	presentation	of	contemporary	
issues	could	benefit	from	facilitating	access	to	the	original	data,	policy	
documents,	oral	histories,	or	other	sources	used	to	create	an	exhibition.	This	
strategy	would	further	legitimise	the	curatorial	choices	of	the	exhibition	
creators,	and	may	also	alleviate	the	concerns	of	some	of	the	Contested	Sites	
interviewees,	who	felt	that	contemporary	issues	could	not	be	exhibited	because	
they	were	not	based	on	anything:	“they’re	so	modern	–	there’s	no	history.”53	
The	Immigration	Museum	has	already	implemented	this	strategy	by	installing	
touch‐screen	booths	with	detailed	migration	statistics.	Drawing	from	census	
data	from	the	Australian	Bureau	of	Statistics,	these	booths	provide	detailed	
information	about	Victorian	communities	from	85	countries	of	origin,	since	
1854.	Visitors	can	examine	and	compare	the	immigration	statistics	by	country	
and	by	year.	Further	information	details	religious	denominations;	age,	gender	
and	language	demographics;	and	population	by	suburb.	The	raw	data	is	also	
supplemented	by	interpretive	information	about	the	immigration	history	of	
each	country	and	the	communities	that	now	reside	in	Victoria.	The	success	of	
this	strategy	at	the	Immigration	Museum	is	testament	to	the	value	of	providing	
transparency	in	contested	exhibitions.	
	
Conclusion	11:	Crowd	sourcing	can	be	utilised	to	build	collections	and	
improve	metadata	
Complex	contemporary	exhibitions,	when	integrated	with	networked	
media,	provide	strong	opportunities	for	crowd	sourcing	initiatives.	These	
strategies	can	enhance	and	diversify	the	museum’s	collection	and	metadata,	and	
furthermore,	they	can	ease	logistical	strains	of	the	digitisation	process,	such	as	
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interpretation	and	transcription	of	data.	The	benefits	of	crowd	sourcing	were	
championed	by	Margaret	Cawsey	from	the	CSIRO’s	Australian	National	Wildlife	
Collection,	in	the	chapter	concerning	Digital	Dissemination.	Grappling	with	a	
deteriorating	and	inaccessible	collection,	Cawsey	argued	that	crowd	sourcing	
would	provide	valuable	assistance	in	interpreting	the	collection	once	digitised.	
Examples	of	these	projects	are	increasingly	emerging	in	the	museum	field.	The	
Atlas	of	Living	Australia,	also	coordinated	by	the	CSIRO,	is	one	of	the	most	
successful	collection‐based	crowd	sourcing	initiatives	in	Australia.	Hundreds	of	
online	volunteers	have	given	their	time	to	transcribe	more	than	100	000	
digitised	notes.	The	crowd	sourcing	of	digitised	material	could	also	assist	
exhibitions	dealing	with	issues	of	contemporary	significance.	To	maintain	
connection	with	evolving	issues,	museums	could	encourage	networked	visitors	
to	contribute	new	data	to	the	exhibition.	This	strategy	was	effectively	employed	
by	the	National	Museum	of	Australia	in	its	Bottles	from	the	Basin	project,	which	
invited	residents	of	the	Murray‐Darling	Basin	to	test	the	quality	of	their	local	
water	system	(Figure	4.3).	The	results	were	plotted	on	a	customized	Google	
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Map,	thereby	showing	“the	important	connections	from	state	to	territory	across	
Australia's	largest	water	system,	to	help	reveal	the	issues	we	are	facing	as	a	
nation	and	to	recognise	some	of	the	people	in	our	communities	who	are	
working	to	resolve	them.”54	The	benefits	of	these	initiatives	are	clear:	the	
museum	can	build	audiences	outside	of	its	geographical	region;	visitors	can	
observe	the	value	of	their	individual	contributions	and	feel	included	in	the	
museum’s	research	program;	and	new	and	useful	data	is	created	that	can	be	
integrated	into	exhibitions.	The	success	of	Bottles	from	the	Basin	lies	directly	
with	the	issue’s	contemporary	significance.	The	volunteer	contributors	across	
the	Murray‐Darling	basin	are	stakeholders	in	the	health	of	their	river	system,	
and	have	an	interest	in	its	long‐term	survival.	By	participating	in	the	museum’s	
project,	they	are	making	a	significant	contribution	to	water	management	data	
that	is	of	direct	relevance	to	them.	Networked	media,	through	mobile	devices	
and	custom‐made	applications	allow	for	these	types	of	projects	to	be	
successfully	implemented	by	museums. 	
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Figure 4.3 
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Crowd	sourcing,	as	revealed	by	these	examples,	can	be	used	to	empower	
networked	visitors	through	participation	in	museum	research.	Although	visitor	
contribution	of	metadata	and	new	content	to	digital	collections	may	make	only	
a	small	impression	on	the	daunting	digitisation	task	facing	museums,	the	
important	aspect	is	the	engagement	of	visitors	in	the	contemporary	issues	that	
matter	most	to	them.	This	strategy	could	be	applied	successfully	to	the	Getting	
In	exhibition	at	the	Immigration	Museum.	The	research	survey	revealed	a	
significant	proportion	of	visitors	identified	as	immigrants	to	Australia,	and	the	
photo	contributions	activity	showed	they	were	keen	to	share	their	own	stories	
of	immigration.	A	simple	networked	application	could	utilise	this	enthusiasm	to	
create	a	crowd	sourced	representation	of	the	backgrounds	of	the	museum’s	
visitors.	Gathered	information	such	as	country	of	origin	could	be	plotted	on	a	
digital	map	displayed	within	the	exhibition	or	on	the	website.	Clicking	on	one	of	
the	map’s	markers	could	prompt	a	dialog	box	with	further	information	about	
that	visitor’s	immigration	story.	As	other	crowd	sourced	projects	such	as	Bottles	
from	the	Basin	have	found,	participation	in	these	types	of	programs	can	be	
“overwhelming”55,	as	visitors	have	a	personal	investment	in	the	issue.	The	
Contested	Sites	project	argued	that	a	major	benefit	of	creating	exhibitions	about	
significant	contemporary	issues	is	that	visitors	often	have	strong	connections	
with	the	subject	matter	and	are	eager	to	contribute.	Crowd	sourced	projects	are	
well	placed	to	utilise	this	enthusiasm,	allowing	the	museum	to	effectively	
employ	a	networked	audience	as	research	contributors	and	form	significant	
partnerships	with	its	digital	visitors.	
	
Conclusion	12:	Opportunities	for	social	development	
The	research	conducted	for	this	thesis	contends	that,	despite	funding	
protocols,	there	are	opportunities	for	networked	museums	to	be	in	some	
degree	involved	in	social	development	or	change.	The	International	Museum	of	
Women	(IMOW)	represents	an	institution	that	clearly	states	its	role	in	
progressing	the	status	of	women	around	the	world.	Although	her	colleagues	in	
the	museum	field	initially	believed	that	“social	change	doesn’t	really	belong	in	
                                                            
55	“About	the	Project”,	Bottles	from	the	Basin.	
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the	context	of	museums”56,	Executive	Producer	Catherine	King	contends	that	
regardless	of	intentions,	all	museums	play	an	inherent	role	in	social	change.	
Therefore	she	argues	that	the	IMOW	possesses	a	transparency	that	may	be	
lacking	in	the	broader	museum	sector:	“to	the	extent	that	we	remain	a	trusted	
source	.	.	.		there	was	no	equivocation	about	the	fact	that	we	are	about	women’s	
rights,	women’s	agency,	and	women’s	leadership.	And	that’s	not	something	we	
would	be	willing	to	give	way	on.”57	The	museum’s	activism	consists	of	
encouraging	visitors	to	donate	to	charities,	sign	petitions,	lobby	politicians	and	
support	a	range	of	campaigns.		
	
Government	funded	museums	such	as	the	Immigration	Museum	may	not	
be	able	or	willing	to	directly	advocate	political	causes	in	the	manner	of	the	
IMOW,	but	networked	media	still	affords	room	for	social	development.	
Discussions	with	museum	staff	in	Australia	suggest	that	direct	social	activism	
would	be	inappropriate	in	their	museums,	given	their	funding	sources.	When	
dealing	with	immigration	issues,	Museum	Victoria	staff	confirmed	they	were	
bound	by	Victorian	Public	Service	rules	that	prevented	them	from	making	
judgements	about	contemporary	policy:	“there	are	restrictions	around	the	
things	that	we	can	and	do	say,	because	we	are	funded	by	the	government.”	This	
mirrors	the	sentiments	of	some	government	museum	staff	interviewed	in	the	
Contested	Sites	project,	who	sensed	that	promoting	certain	controversial	causes	
would	have	an	impact	on	the	museum’s	funding	and	even	their	own	
employment.	However,	there	are	other	measures	that	museums	can	employ	to	
affect	social	change	other	than	direct	political	activism.	Kylie	Message’s	
argument	is	relevant	here:	that	whilst	an	effect	on	concrete	political	change	is	
difficult	to	measure,	museums	“can	and	do	register	in	a	very	real	way	changing	
attitudes	and	practices	of	representative	democracy.”58	The	Immigration	
Museum	can	and	already	does	contribute	to	less	politically	motivated	forms	of	
social	development	using	networked	media.	Its	‘Talking	Difference’	program	
takes	a	portable	studio	to	schools,	libraries	and	community	centres	across	
Victoria	to	record	people’s	experiences	and	promote	diversity	and	inclusiveness	
                                                            
56	Catherine	King.	
57	Catherine	King.	
58	Kylie	Message,	Museums	and	Social	Activism,	(New	York:	Routledge,	2014),	231.	
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in	Australia.	Additionally,	the	museum	hosts	exhibitions	developed	by	
community	groups,	and	advertises	external	multicultural	festivals	and	events	
on	its	social	media.	All	of	these	programs,	digital	or	otherwise,	build	
partnerships	with	the	community	and	promote	social	development.	
	
	
Conclusion	
	
These	twelve	conclusions	represent	the	foremost	findings	of	the	
research	undertaken	for	this	thesis.	Stemming	from	the	research	at	Getting	In,	
as	well	as	from	analysis	incorporating	a	range	of	case	studies,	these	conclusions	
provide	a	basis	for	answering	the	thesis’	central	question:	to	what	extent	is	
networked	media	an	effective	strategy	for	museums	to	utilise	in	the	discussion	
and	debate	of	important	contemporary	issues?	As	the	first	set	of	conclusions	
show,	exhibitions	about	contemporary	issues	can	benefit	from	the	ubiquity	of	
mobile	and	tablet	devices,	standalone	applications,	and	to	some	extent,	social	
media.	This	technology	provides	museums	with	an	inexpensive	and	intuitive	
method	of	creating	discussion	within	an	exhibition.	Additionally,	the	Contested	
Sites	project	claimed	that	any	effective	communicative	strategy	must	provide	
visitors	with	a	meaningful	voice.	It	is	clear	that	by	featuring	significant	content,	
enlisting	staff	and	experts	into	discussions,	and	by	allowing	anonymity,	
museums	can	utilise	networked	media	to	provide	a	meaningful	space	for	
ongoing	visitor	discussions.	The	last	set	of	conclusions	provide	an	insight	into	
the	long‐term	opportunities	afforded	by	the	introduction	of	networked	media	
into	the	museum.	The	Digital	Public	Space,	crowdsourcing	and	digital	
partnerships	with	community	organisations	could	all	serve	to	increase	visitor	
engagement	with	contemporary	issues,	as	well	as	relieving	some	logistical	
problems.		
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Thesis	Conclusion	
	
The	aim	of	this	thesis	was	to	evaluate	the	effectiveness	of	networked	
media	as	a	strategy	for	fostering	meaningful	discussion	in	museums	on	issues	of	
contemporary	significance.	There	is	a	clear	mandate	for	museums	to	deal	with	
such	issues,	as	found	by	the	extensive	research	project	Exhibitions	as	Contested	
Sites.	The	researchers	from	this	project	concluded	that	museums	were	well	
positioned	to	present	these	contentious	issues	fairly,	with	the	proviso	that	
visitors	be	given	an	opportunity	to	contribute	their	own	views	meaningfully	to	
the	exhibition.	How	this	might	clearly	be	achieved,	however,	was	lacking	from	
this	research	in	the	early	2000s.	In	more	recent	years,	the	advance	of	
networked	media	to	become	a	ubiquitous	form	of	communication	has	been	
aided	by	developments	in	mobile	technology	and	social	media	services.	Many	
museums	have	seized	on	opportunities	presented	by	this	technology	to	further	
their	audience	outreach	and	improve	their	inclusivity.	Yet	there	has	been	
relatively	little	focus	on	the	potential	of	networked	media	to	provide	visitors	
with	the	meaningful	voice	on	contemporary	issues	advocated	by	Contested	Sites.	
The	research	and	analysis	conducted	in	this	thesis	confirms	that	networked	
media	has	the	potential	to	be	very	effective	for	this	purpose,	as	long	as	it	is	
carefully	designed	and	implemented	to	overcome	some	of	the	challenges	
associated	with	the	technology.	
	
This	positive	finding	stems	from	my	original	research,	in	which	a	
networked	media	activity	was	introduced	to	a	physical	exhibition	that	deals	
with	Australian	immigration	–	a	contentious	issue	of	undeniable	contemporary	
significance.	The	results,	based	on	contributions	made	by	the	research	
participants,	and	their	responses	to	an	accompanying	survey,	reveal	strong	
support	for	the	use	of	networked	media.	Of	the	fifty	participants,	79%	believed	
that	museums	should	deal	with	contemporary	issues,	and	82%	indicated	that	
they	appreciated	the	opportunity	to	provide	feedback	to	this	exhibition.	There	
was	indication	also	that	the	networked	media	activity	‘forced	visitors	to	think’	
more	carefully	about	the	content	presented	to	them.	My	research	provided	
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evidence	that	this	form	of	visitor	involvement	was	more	than	token	
participation,	that	indeed,	this	activity	provided	opportunity	for	the	meaningful	
contribution	required	for	difficult	issues.		
	
However,	as	well	as	these	affirmative	results,	my	research	also	revealed	
two	broad	problem	areas	that	might	hinder	the	long	term	efficacy	of	the	
introduced	networked	media	strategy	in	the	Getting	In	exhibition.	One	problem	
involves	the	notion	of	staff	‘curating’	public	contributions	to	encourage	
meaningful	participation	whilst	maintaining	important	museum	
responsibilities.	The	other	problem	encompasses	the	various	challenges	
associated	with	the	digital	dissemination	of	museum	content	and	visitor	
contributions.	Subsequent	analysis	of	these	problem	areas,	with	reference	to	
relevant	case	studies	such	as	the	International	Museum	of	Women	and	the	
National	Film	and	Sound	Archive,	demonstrate	that	some	of	these	problems	are	
easier	to	solve	than	others.	For	instance,	‘moderating’	visitor	contributions	to	
exclude	derogatory,	inaccurate	or	off‐topic	comments	was	considered	by	
museum	staff	to	be	a	relatively	simple	undertaking.	However,	‘curating’	
contributions	to	foster	diverse	perspectives	poses	difficulties,	as	this	task	
creates	ethical	issues	regarding	the	museum’s	authority.	A	similar	dichotomy	
was	found	in	terms	of	digital	dissemination.	The	retention	of	curatorial	control	
by	a	museum	over	its	collections	can	be	largely	ensured	by	maintaining	control	
of	the	platform	used	for	digital	publishing.	On	the	other	hand,	there	are	no	
straightforward	solutions	to	the	challenges	associated	with	funding	and	
resources	of	digital	projects	for	museums.	
	
How	these	challenges	might	be	tackled	is	considered	in	the	conclusions	
in	the	final	chapter	of	this	thesis.	Here	in	are	presented	the	strategies	deemed	to	
be	most	effective,	as	evidenced	by	analysis	of	several	museums,	cultural	
institutions	and	online	news	media.	It	is	clear	that	the	simplest	method	of	
introducing	networked	media	to	the	exhibition	space	is	through	the	visitors’	
own	personal	devices.	For	exhibitions	dealing	with	contentious	issues,	it	is	
apparent	that	the	development	of	a	standalone	application	is	favourable	over	
the	utilisation	of	third‐party	social	media	services.	Despite	the	advantages	of	
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social	media,	including	affordability	of	implementation	and	compatibility	with	
visitors’	external	networks,	its	use	requires	caution,	as	revealed	by	the	
experiences	of	the	museums	analysed	here.	It	has	been	shown	how	publishing	
content	on	external	commercial	services	can	compromise	a	museum’s	authority	
over	its	content.	This	could	be	particularly	problematic	concerning	
controversial	issues	that	require	the	museum	to	carefully	contextualise	
museum	content	and	visitor	contributions.	
	
Networked	media	can	be	an	effective	means	by	which	visitors	are	given	a	
meaningful	voice	on	issues	that	are	particularly	important	to	contemporary	
society.	Meaningful	here	has	referred	to	contributions	that	add	value	to	an	
exhibition	and	that	have	the	potential	to	influence	other	visitors.	One	of	the	key	
factors	in	ensuring	this	meaningful	voice	was	the	ability	for	discussion	to	
continue	beyond	a	visitor’s	time	in	the	physical	exhibition	space.	This	need	was	
strongly	supported	by	the	Getting	In	research,	by	interviews	with	staff	from	
various	museums,	and	by	analysis	of	selected	online	case	studies.	Thus	in	order	
to	create	discussion	worthy	of	a	visitor’s	investment,	there	must	be	opportunity	
for	them	to	periodically	access	that	discussion	online.	There	are	other	methods	
that	transform	potentially	tokenistic	participation	into	meaningful	contribution.	
Visitors’	responses	can	be	provoked	by	a	system	which	highlights	the	most	
interesting	content	from	an	otherwise	unstructured	mass	of	uninterpretable	
digital	content.	The	value	of	these	digital	discussions	is	further	improved	by	the	
involvement	of	museum	staff	and	other	relevant	experts,	as	this	allows	them	to	
steer	the	debate,	and	to	correct	any	unsubstantiated	claims	or	inaccuracies	
expressed	by	visitors.	The	provision	for	anonymity	can	also	add	to	the	
meaningfulness	of	discussion,	particularly	in	relation	to	contentious	issues.	
Whilst	anonymity	has	been	blamed	for	some	problematic	online	discussion,	the	
professionals	interviewed	in	this	thesis	agree	that	this	isn’t	an	issue	in	the	
museum	sector,	and	that	it	actually	enhances	the	potential	for	honest	and	
thought‐provoking	discussion.		
	
Another	significant	conclusion	of	this	thesis	is	that	visitors’	involvement	
with	contested	exhibitions	is	made	more	meaningful	through	the	museum’s	
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creation	of	digital	partnerships	with	other	museums,	institutions	and	the	public.	
Whether	they	be	through	embedding	raw	data	and	policy	documents	into	an	
exhibition,	or	through	soliciting	crowd	sourcing	to	improve	collection	metadata,	
digitally‐mediated	partnerships	serve	to	increase	the	transparency	and	
inclusivity	of	contested	exhibitions.	Digital	partnerships	can	also	assist	
museums	with	the	considerable	resources	required	to	digitally	disseminate	
museum	content.	The	‘Digital	Public	Space’,	as	pioneered	by	the	BBC,	is	an	
instructive	example	of	the	benefits	for	institutions	that	pool	resources	and	
collections	in	order	to	create	valuable	online	spaces	curated	by	experts	in	the	
field.	These	online	spaces	allow	for	the	development	of	the	other	networked	
media	strategies	discussed	in	this	thesis,	such	as	standalone	mobile	applications	
and	remote	access.	Furthermore,	there	is	greater	legitimacy	provided	to	a	
contentious	exhibition	which	involves	partnerships	with	other	respected	
institutions	and	digital	access	to	the	collections,	data	or	policies	used	to	produce	
the	exhibition.	Crowd	sourcing	is	another	form	of	digital	partnership,	this	time	
with	an	interested	public,	which	alleviates	the	intensive	labour	required	in	
digitising	a	collection’s	metadata,	whilst	simultaneously	encouraging	visitors	to	
invest	their	time	in	a	museum’s	collection	and	engage	with	issues	that	are	
important	to	them.	A	further	step	would	be	to	create	digital	partnerships	with	
related	community	organisations	in	an	effort	to	encourage	social	activism.	This	
type	of	partnership	may	be	outside	the	practical	parameters	of	government‐
funded	museums,	but	nevertheless	that	opportunity	is	certainly	presented	by	
networked	media.	
	
	This	thesis	constitutes	a	rationale	for	the	use	of	networked	media	to	
foster	meaningful	discussion	in	a	museum	exhibition	presenting	an	issue	of	
contemporary	significance.	It	has	drawn	on	three	major	sources	for	this	
argument.	The	museum	studies	literature	provides	the	case	for	a	meaningful	
audience	voice.	My	original	research	reveals	that	both	museum	visitors	and	
staff	see	the	benefits	of	adopting	networked	media.	The	experiences	of	various	
museums	attest	to	the	design	strategies	that	can	overcome	the	problems	
associated	with	the	curation	of	visitor	contributions	and	the	digital	
dissemination	of	museum	content.	It	is	clear	from	this	evidence	that	networked	
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media	has	the	potential	to	be	very	effective	in	fostering	meaningful	discussion	
on	important	issues.	A	more	definitive	test	of	this	technology	would	come,	of	
course,	from	a	real‐world	implementation	of	this	idea	on	a	long‐term	basis.	At	
the	time	of	writing,	the	Brooklyn	Museum	in	New	York	was	in	the	process	of	
installing	a	networked	form	of	contribution	similar	in	purpose	to	the	activity	
trialled	by	my	research	in	the	Getting	In	exhibition.	The	Museum	has	built	a	
standalone	application	called	ASK,	which	is	intended	for	use	by	visitors	
throughout	all	of	the	exhibitions	to	converse	with	expert	staff	and	other	visitors.	
As	these	exhibitions	are	largely	artworks,	the	nature	of	the	discussions	will	
differ	to	those	specifically	dealing	with	issues	of	contemporary	significance.	
Some	evidence	may	emerge,	however,	from	some	of	the	subject	matter	that	the	
Contested	Sites	researchers	would	have	considered	to	be	‘hot	topics’,	such	as	the	
Black	Power	revolution	of	the	1960s	and	1970s,	and	the	spiritual	significance	of	
fertility	and	death	for	indigenous	Americans.	Most	ground‐breaking	about	this	
strategy,	which	is	currently	still	being	tested,	will	be	the	capacity	for	visitors	to	
access	these	on	kiosks	within	the	exhibition	and	on	mobile	devices	outside	the	
exhibition.	This	design	element	mirrors	a	key	conclusion	of	this	thesis	regarding	
the	fostering	of	a	meaningful	voice.	The	Brooklyn	Museum	has	been	openly	
documenting	the	development	of	this	technology	on	their	blog:	BKM	TECH.1	The	
lessons	learnt	from	this	trailblazing	effort	will	no	doubt	be	of	great	interest	to	
any	museum	exhibiting	contemporary	issues.	
	
The	Immigration	Museum	in	Melbourne	belongs	to	this	category	of	
museum,	especially	with	regard	to	the	exhibition	Getting	In.	This	presentation	
about	immigration	policy	and	Australian	identity	is	undoubtedly	a	contested	
site.	The	Contested	Sites	researchers	argued	that	this	type	of	museum	should	be	
providing	visitors	with	a	meaningful	method	of	contribution.	The	evidence	
gathered	for	this	thesis	shows	that	most	visitors	agree	with	this	assertion	in	
relation	to	the	Getting	In	exhibition.	The	networked	media	activity	provided	to	
visitors	for	this	research	was	relatively	rudimentary	out	of	logistical	necessity.	
Even	so,	it	was	very	well	received	by	visitors	and	museum	staff,	and	notably,	it	
encouraged	closer	engagement	with	the	contentious	content	presented.	It	has	
                                                            
1	BKM	TECH	blog,	http://www.brooklynmuseum.org/community/blogosphere/.		
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been	more	than	ten	years	since	the	exhibition	was	developed	and	the	Museum	
Victoria	curators	have	indicated	that	it	needs	to	be	updated.	If	a	mechanism	for	
meaningful	visitor	contribution	were	to	be	considered	for	the	exhibition’s	next	
incarnation,	it	is	clear	that	networked	media	would	be	a	highly	effective	
approach.	
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